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He wrote very little about television in his diary, but the 
impression remains that he never ceased to regard it as a 
cuckoo in the nest – in moral terms the lesser medium, and 





On 2 November 1936, the BBC launched the world’s first regular high-definition 
public television service from its Alexandra Palace studios in north London. The service was 
launched only ten years after the first public demonstration of television to members of the 
Royal Institution by John Logie Baird in January 1926. The decade in between these two 
events saw a great deal of activity on the part of the Baird Television Company (and Baird 
Television Development Company), the BBC, and the government (mainly through the 
department responsible for communications, the General Post Office). It could be argued that 
the history of television between 1926 and 1936 is the history of a battle between television’s 
commercial interests and the BBC or – to personalise matters – between John Logie Baird 
and John Reith, with the figure of the Postmaster-General appearing to act as a go-between 
or, indeed, referee.
2
 Add to this the emergence of a ‘rival’ television development to Baird’s 
mechanical system in the form of the EMI company (Marconi-EMI after March 1934) who 
were developing a television system from the early 1930s, and developments in television 
systems in the US and Germany in particular
3
, and the stage is set for a series of interrelated 
and complex set of events.  
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At the centre of these events, stood Sir John Reith, Director-General of the BBC. In 
his perceptive assessment of mass communication in inter-war Britain, LeMahieu argues that 
‘among the progressives of the inter-war era, Reith was the most influential and he occupies 
an important place in the social and cultural history of twentieth-century Britain.’
4
 There is 
no doubting the influence and impact of Reith on the shape of British broadcasting, both 
radio and television. He was, undoubtedly, a very complex character, something which comes 
to the fore in the books which have been written about him by himself, family members, and 
others.
5
 Reithian Public Service Broadcasting was conceived during the early years of 
wireless broadcasting and provided the framework within which British television was born, 
nurtured and developed. It was characterised by his distrust of  the frivolous: he stated in his 
early ‘manifesto’, published as Broadcast Over Britain in 1924, that broadcasting 
entertainment only would be a ‘prostitution’ of the power of the wireless.
6
 This, then, was the 
John Reith who first encountered the notion of television in the mid-1920s and who had to 
respond to the pressure put upon the BBC by the government, the press, his own senior staff, 
and commercial interests in relation to the new medium.  
The most commonly-accepted view in television histories is that John Reith disliked 
television, would have nothing to do with the medium, viewed those involved with 
establishing and running the BBC’s television service with contempt, and refused to watch 
television programmes. For example, Bruce Norman’s book on the early years of British 
television, published by the BBC and the Royal Television Society in 1984, accused Reith of 
being ‘anti’ television
7
 while, more recently, Mark Aldridge argued that Reith’s ‘complete 
lack of interest in (and occasional explicit dislike of) [television]…’ reinforced television’s 
secondary status to radio.
8
 Malcolm Baird and Antony Kamm, in their detailed biography of 
John Logie Baird published in 2002, state that ‘Reith avoided attending a television 
demonstration or indeed any function connected with television’
9
 and Emma Sandon, in her 
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work on the use of oral history in researching pre-war television argued that ‘Reith … had 
nothing to do with television …’
10
 The BBC’s own website – quoting Kamm - perpetuates 
this idea: 
He was less interested in the development of 
television.  Anthony Kamm, the biographer of television's 
inventor, John Logie Baird, says that Reith usually managed to 
be on holiday when significant events in television took place 
… One of his leaving gifts when he left the BBC in 1938 was a 
television set. He said he would never look at it.
11
 
There are elements of truth in all these assertions, but as this article shows, the relationship 
between John Reith and television was far more multifaceted. As Asa Briggs highlights, 




I argue that Reith’s relationship with television was far more complex than has been 
understood thus far and that his attitude towards the new technology was shaped by a 
combination of personal and professional factors. Whilst acknowledging that Reith was wary 
of television – the reasons for which will be explored in this article – I also argue that far 
from being completely detached from television developments, Reith played a key role in 
developing the BBC’s position on television, in negotiating with the Baird television interests 
and with the government, and in tempering the hubris within sections of the press in relation 
to the new medium.  
 
Reith’s Engagement with Television 
In this part of the article I would like to demonstrate that Reith did, in fact, engage 
with television’s early development and that his attitude towards television in the late 1920s 
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and early 1930s was shaped by his dealings with John Logie Baird (whom he had known 
since their college days in Glasgow), with the government (through the office of the 
Postmaster-General) and, crucially, with his own senior staff, notably those with expertise in 
technical matters such as Peter Eckersley and Noel Ashbridge, and those who had senior 
administrative roles such as Gladstone Murray and Charles Carpendale. 
The Corporation’s Board of Governors first discussed television on 15 June 1927 
when ‘the Director-General referred to television experiments which, he said, had not so far 
been regarded as sufficiently satisfactory to justify the support of the Corporation. 
Developments were being carefully watched.’
13
 In his report to the Board on 13 July 1927, 
Reith, in many ways, set the tone for his dealing with issues around the development of 
television. He noted that Television Limited, established by John Logie Baird in June 1925 as 
a private enterprise, were of the opinion that that the BBC’s attitude towards television had 
been ‘rather obstructive … from one point of view perhaps it has.’ By his own admittance, 
the BBC, noted Reith, did not want to be too closely associated with television in such an 
early or experimental state. The Corporation didn’t want to give the impression that the 
process [television] was more developed that it actually was. He was ‘afraid also that directly 
or indirectly B. B. C. co-operation might be made the means of raising more capital from the 
public’ on the part of the Baird Company. The BBC had agreed, he informed the Governors, 
to provide facilities after programme hours on understanding that these were experimental or 
scientific investigations only and that no publicity was to be given by the Baird Company to 
this co-operation.
14
 From the outset, therefore, there was a reluctance to fully embrace 
television initially due to a concern of a possible clash of ideals (public service vs 
commercial) between the Corporation and the Baird Company and, perhaps on a more 
mundane level, the quality of the picture. There was also an issue of reputation at stake. The 
BBC’s sound broadcasting service had, by this point, made its mark on British society and to 
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engage wholeheartedly with an emerging and experimental technology at this stage could put 
this at risk. As Murray noted in a note following a viewing of television, the ‘intrusion’ of 
Baird transmissions would ‘disturb our normal service and prejudice the Regional Scheme’.
15
  
Reith’s concern for the BBC’s reputation in the eyes of the British public came to the 
fore once more in June 1928. In a letter to the GPO Secretary, Reith drew attention to an 
advertisement which had appeared in the Evening News of 21 June in which Baird 
‘Televisors’ (television receiving sets) were being placed on the market. Reith argued that 
television was not yet in a state to offer a service and that the public would be misled by the 
advertisement. In a further letter to the GPO on 30 June he stated: 
The advertisements appear to contain such palpable 
misrepresentations as to create a situation which the 
Corporation should not ignore, as the public is probably being 
led to expect an early inauguration of a “Television” service in 
co-operation with the B.B.C.
16
 
Reith requested that the Postmaster-General issue a statement disassociating the BBC from 
the advert, a request that was declined (although the GPO had no objection to the BBC 
issuing a statement itself).  
Increasing pressure from the government – as a result of increased pressure from the 
Baird Company and its proponents - was placed on the BBC to collaborate more positively in 
encouraging the development of television. On 14 November 1928 the BBC Chairman, the 
Earl of Clarendon, and Reith reported to the Corporation’s Governors on a meeting with the 
Postmaster-General. Political pressure was clearly being applied on the BBC to allow the 
Baird Television Development Company to give a private demonstration from a BBC station. 
‘He [the Postmaster-General] added that in the event of this being declined, he would be 
obliged to give facilities to the Baird Company which might be repugnant to the 
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Corporation’, presumably on the grounds that this was seen to be a pioneering British 
invention which could, if properly supported, provide a much-needed boost to British 
industry. Thus, television had clearly become a political issue. The Board of Governors 
wanted to minute their surprise at the attitude of the government and had expected the 
support of the Postmaster-General in the general public interest. The Board agreed, however, 
to allow the use of a BBC station subject to conditions being settled by Reith and the 
Secretary of General Post Office.
17
 
On 30 September 1929, the Baird Company began broadcasting programmes using 
the BBC’s 2LO transmitter, on an experimental basis outside of normal broadcasting hours. 
Baird and his company provided the programmes from Long Acre, the BBC provided the 
means of transmission. Time precludes a full discussion of the programming, but suffice to 
say that on the mechanical 30-line system, the picture quality was not ideal. Yet, for the first 
time, a regular service was being offered to enthusiasts and supporters of television with the 
BBC’s (albeit somewhat reluctant) support.
18
 Initially transmitting sound first, then the 
images (due to a lack of transmitters), simultaneous sound and image broadcasts began in 
March 1930 with the allocating of an additional frequency following the opening of the 
BBC’s Brookman’s Park broadcasting station.
19
 
By 1932, Reith was satisfied that television had developed sufficiently for the BBC to 
provide its own regular 30-line service and in August that year, the BBC began broadcasting 
from Studio BB in Broadcasting House. The reason for this change of heart can partly be 
attributed to technical developments within the Baird Company (in that the quality of the 
picture on screen was improving as was the size of the screen) but perhaps, more importantly, 
on the more positive reports being provided to Reith by Ashbridge and others
20
. The Baird 
Company supplied the equipment but now the BBC, under the leadership of television 
producer Eustace Robb, provided the programming. It was during this time that Reith and his 
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senior engineers became aware of experiments being carried out by the EMI company in 
Hayes. During 1933, a series of meetings were held between Reith and the company’s 
Chairman, Alfred Clark to discuss transmitting pictures of a higher definition than 30 lines on 
ultra short waves (rather than on the inferior medium wave as was being done with the Baird 
system). In one conversation in January 1933, Reith suggested the possibility of some form of 
collaboration between the EMI and Baird companies but, as a note of the minute notes, ‘he 
[Clark] did not say much about this’.
21
 John Logie Baird got to hear of the meetings between 
EMI and the BBC and got wind of the possibility of EMI installing apparatus in Broadcasting 
House for experimental trials. Writing to the Prince of Wales on 21 February 1933, and 
alluding to the American connections of the EMI company with RCA and Columbia Records, 
he accused the BBC of ‘crushing a pioneer British industry’.
22
 Demonstrations of both Baird 
and EMI systems to GPO and BBC officials throughout 1933 and 1934, nevertheless, 
demonstrated that the quality of the EMI picture being shown on 120, 150 and 180 lines was 
superior to the Baird system. 
On 30 November 1934, the Television Committee which had been established by the 
government to consider the future of television met with Reith. The chairman, Lord Selsdon, 
suggested that ‘… as the relation between sight and sound broadcasting is so close as to be 
absolutely indissoluble, it is impossible to conceive of any other authority being entrusted 
with visual broadcasting than … the B.B.C.’, and asked Reith whether or not he had any 
‘insuperable objection’ to undertaking the work. ‘No, Sir’, Reith responded, ‘we are quite 
prepared to do it’.
23
 Selsdon then went on to suggest the establishment of an Advisory 
Council for television which could act as a ‘buffer’ for the BBC, a suggestion to which Reith 
agreed. The Director-General was then asked for his views on 30-line transmissions. Reith’s 
response underlined his objection to the low-definition programmes and heralded the demise 
of the experimental service: ‘Unless your committee were very anxious, and for good 
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reasons, for their continuance, we should be glad to stop them. We do not appreciate the 
benefit to be derived from the continuance …’
24
 Nevertheless, the committee were aware of 
the strong feelings of television enthusiasts, many of whom had written in protest to the 
committee on hearing of the BBC’s plans to end the service.
25
 Reith, however, was fully 
aware that technical developments would soon lead to a higher-definition service and was 
concerned that should the 30-line service be allowed to continue, the public could be ‘duped’ 
into purchasing sets which would soon be obsolete.
26
 
On 7 March 1935, Sir Harry Greer, Chairman of Baird Television Ltd, invited Reith 
to a demonstration of the latest high-definition television results at Wardour Street in London. 
The demonstration had been arranged for midday on 12 March to suit the Prime Minister’s 
diary. Despite the high profile nature of the event, and the distinguished company, Reith 
replied that he had other engagements that day and therefore would not attend. He stated that 
his absence would make no difference, however, as the BBC would always be ‘adequately 
represented’ at any demonstration.
27
 
Another example of Reith’s intervention in television matters came in relation to the 
use of theatre and variety artistes appearing on television. On 13 May 1935 a note arrived 
from the BBC’s Director of Business Relations (V. H. Goldsmith) to the Director-General 
through the Controller. The BBC had been experiencing ‘quite unnecessary hostility’ from 
Moss Empires, who ran a chain of London theatres, due to variety acts appearing on 
television. Goldsmith hoped that Isidore Ostrer (Gaumont-British) might be able to help settle 
things. On 20 May 1935, Reith wrote to Ostrer hoping that he (Ostrer) could have a word 
with those concerned ‘and that you will agree that co-operation is greatly preferable from the 
point of view of all concerned, to anything savouring of guerrilla warfare’. Replying on 29 
May, Ostrer agreed to talk to George Black (a powerful theatre producer and owner of Moss 
Empires) about co-operating with BBC ‘to the fullest possible extent’.
28
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 Reith’s involvement in negotiating with the West End theatre scene continued after 
the regular television service launched in November 1936. On 1 December 1937 Reith wrote 
to his deputy, Cecil Graves. Reith had met with Black and it was agreed to allow his artists to 
be televised from St George’s Hall in London or Alexandra Palace. In what appears to be 
quite an informal arrangement, Reith noted that it was just a matter of keeping in touch with 
Black and keeping him aware of BBC plans on this front but also listening to what he [Black] 
had to say. Two days later, on 3 December 1937, Reith received a letter from Black. As 
artistes appearing on television was a ‘new departure’, Black wanted to discuss with his 
colleagues before arriving at a definite answer and therefore requested that the question of 
televising be put in abeyance for time being.
29
 It is clear, therefore, that far from being 
uninterested, Reith was engaged in the development of television. He certainly had 
reservations but there were, in many instances, justifiable grounds for these. 
The BBC’s Television Service was launched on 2 November 1936. As a result of the 
Selsdon Committee’s decision to require the BBC to operate both Baird and Marconi-EMI 
systems for a trial period, the opening ceremony was broadcast twice: first from the Baird 
studio and then, following a short sound-only musical interlude, from the adjacent Marconi-
EMI studio.
30
 Reith, as the Corporation’s Director-General was invited to attend, yet there 
has been some disagreement as to whether or not he attended the ceremony. In their 
biography of John Logie Baird, Kamm and Baird note that Reith was on holiday in Scotland 
at the time of the opening ceremony.
31
 However, a report on the opening ceremony in the 
December 1936 edition of Television and Short-Wave World opens by stating that 
‘[e]veryone at Alexandra Palace was genuinely pleased to see Sir John Reith, the B.B.C.’s 
Director-General at the opening ceremony…’ The report goes on to say that many staff were 
disappointed that he had not taken an active part in the ceremony, deciding instead to sit in 
the audience. Interestingly, the report also argues that ‘Sir John has shown a great personal 
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interest in television since its very beginning…’ There is even a suggestion that Reith 
mingled with staff in the Alexandra Palace canteen during the day.
32
 Reith’s personal diary 
confirms that he was present at the ceremony and that, although he had been invited to take 
part, declined the offer. ‘To Alexandra Palace for the television opening. I had declined to be 
televised or to take any part. It was a ridiculous affair … and I was infuriated by the nigger 
stuff they put out. Left early ...’
33
  
On 1 December 1936, some four weeks after the launch of the regular television 
service, the Control Board met to discuss television at length. Reith remarked that he was 
more impressed by television than he had expected and that it would develop quicker than 
had been imagined. In true R ithian form, however, he commented that ‘the service had at 
any rate high informative and educational potentialities even if the purely entertainment 
possibilities were more limited’.
34
  
Perhaps surprisingly, a study of Reith’s diaries provides evidence that he did, in fact, 
watch television. References to the medium are quite scarce – he may not have recorded 
every encounter with the small screen and possibly he felt that certain programmes were 
more worthy of note than others. One of the most revealing references to television in his 
diary was on 11 November 1936, just over a week after the television service had been 
inaugurated. ‘Always to see the children when I get in’, he wrote. ‘Listened and ‘viewed’ 
simultaneously tonight. Television is an awful snare.’
35
 Even at this early stage of the service, 
Reith was acutely aware of how television could become a distraction by ‘entrapping’ the 
viewer and, as discussed later in this article, the fact that television had the power to do this 
was a factor in Reith’s somewhat reticent view of the medium. 
Further evidence of television viewing is provided in an entry in November 1937, 
when Reith wrote in his diary: ‘We watched … the television of the Lord Mayor’s show and 
of the Cenotaph ceremony. The latter was excellent & I rang Cock.’
36
 Not all television 
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excited him though. In April 1938 he noted that he had gone to ‘[Cecil] Graves’ flat & 




Reith also took an active interest in the idea of showing television in cinemas, an area on 
which Baird focused following the BBC’s decision to adopt Marconi-EMI’s 405-line 
television system in February 1937. In June 1938, Reith and Cecil Graves, the BBC’s Deputy 
Director-General, met with Isidore Ostrer of Gaumont-British. Ostrer had requested the 
meeting to discuss the installation of large screens in cinemas and for the BBC’s television 
programmes to be shown on them. However, having weighed up the advantages and 
disadvantages, it is clear from internal BBC documents that the BBC was not satisfied that 
there was any genuine demand by the public or the trade for rediffusion of television 
programmes in cinemas. Indeed, in an undated document (published in the summer of 1938), 
the Corporation noted its concern that such a venture ‘may well effect the popularisation of 




By this point, Reith had been contemplating leaving the BBC for some time. He felt 
that running the Corporation did not offer enough of a challenge and so he left the 
Corporation on 30 June 1938 having left an indelible mark on British broadcasting. His 
vision of public service broadcasting provided a framework for decades to come and is still 
relevant today. 
 
Resistance to Television 
Writing in a Times supplement in 1961 to mark 25 years since the launch of the BBC 
Television Service, Reith wrote: 
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I am not suggesting that I was wishing television had never 
been invented. I do wish, however, that I had secured a 
limitation of its hours. I had always had something of a fear of 
television; the fear one has of a menace; and the fear has 
increased with the years’.
39
 
Reith underlined his feelings on television again in an interview with Malcolm Muggeridge 
on BBC-1 on 3 December 1967 when he referred to television as ‘a potential social menace 
of the first magnitude’ and accused the mass media (of which television was a part) of 
contributing to what he saw as the general decline in moral standards in British society.
40
 Bill 
McDowell, in his work on th  history of BBC broadcasting in Scotland suggests that 
television threatened Reith’s public service philosophy as he feared that it would pander to 
‘popular’ taste rather than ‘serious’ tastes. Moreover, McDowell goes on to argue that due to 
Reith’s natural affinity with sound broadcasting, television posed more of a challenge to the 
Reithian public service ethos and, therefore, he wished to constrain its influence.
41
  
In this article I have demonstrated that John Reith did, in fact, engage with television 
in its early years on a number of different levels. However, he did have misgivings and 
reservations based on a number of factors. In evaluating these, it is helpful to consider Trine 
Syvertsen’s notion of ‘media resistance’.
42
 Syvertsen argues that resistance to any medium 
can be attributed to a number of concerns: moral (grounded in the belief that media and 
cultural expression should guide individuals in how to live a virtuous life and that media 
which don’t fulfil this purpose undermine moral values); cultural (the media should aspire to 
raise cultural standards but often the media produce ‘cultures of mediocrity’); enlightenment 
(resistance here is grounded in the belief that the media fail in their role as educator, 
encouraging escapism and distraction); community (media, it could be argued, have the 
power to bind people yet those who resist argue that the media lead to isolation and 
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undermine the communal basis of society).
43
 In applying these ideas to Reith’s own views of 
television, it becomes clear that his grounds for ‘resistance’ were manifold.  
 
Cultural/Moral 
Grace Wyndham Goldie, Head of Television Talks and Current Affairs at the BBC in 
the post-war period, has argued that Reith’s dislike, or suspicion, of television stemmed from 
a belief that ‘communication by means of vision would be an evil which would be damaging 
to the country and to the world’.
44
 This is clear in the televised interview with Muggeridge in 
1967 where Reith also confessed to having been frightened of television from the start.
45
 This 
was partly due to financial concerns – as will be discussed later in this article– and a fear that 
a television service would have to be developed from within existing resources (funding 
therefore having to be diverted from the established sound broadcasting service). Yet the 
fears also had religious and moral roots. As Kamm and Baird note: ‘He was a fervent 
believer, to whom the Word was God: the broadcast word should be without any 
ornamentation …’
46
 McDowell highlights the concern with the visual: ‘Reith had misgivings 
about the potential impact of television, fearing it would encourage passive viewing among 
the audience. Others believed that television would make casual listening impossible because 
of the presence of the visual element.’
47
 Writing in 1936, Rudolf Arnheim discussed what he 
called the ‘cult of actuality’ – a characteristic of the mental outlook of the day according to 
the author: 
…to the furtherance of actuality corresponds a retrogression of 
the spoken and written word, and also of thought. The more 
convenient our modes of perception become, the more firmly 
fixed is the dangerous illusion that seeing is knowledge … If 
you want to describe, you must abstract the general from the 
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particular, formulate concepts, compare and consider. But 
where the finger merely points, the mouth is dumb, the pen 
falls from the word, the mind is stunted … For the man who 
can think, draw conclusions and discern, television will be most 
stimulating. But the man who cannot do these things will be 
engrossed by the screen without it getting him anywhere …
48
 
This echoes Reith’s misgivings about television – the idea that the visual would somehow 
entrap the viewer to the point of mindless watching with little or no critical engagement. He 
hinted at this in his diary entry for 11 November 1936 (above). 
 
Significance of Television 
Antony Kamm and Malcolm Baird suggest that Reith’s ‘personal aversion’ to 
television in the early period meant that he resisted becoming involved in television policy 
decision-making, leaving it to his senior staff. They go on to suggest that by the end of 1932, 
Charles Carpendale (effectively Reith’s deputy) and Noel Ashbridge (Controller of 
Engineering) ‘simply did not realise the potential interest that television would generate’ 
although I would argue that this was not necessarily the case.
49
 Interestingly, Kamm and 
Baird also refer to television as a ‘significant issue’. Although we may view the early days of 
television as significant from our current perspective, John Wyver has argued that television 
was not in fact a major priority for BBC management during the 1930s: ‘Its audiences, after 
all, were tiny when compared with radio, with perhaps 60-80,000 ‘lookers-in’ in the London 
area able to view in 1939’
50
. In addition, John Swift, latterly television correspondent for the 
Radio Times, notes: 
The BBC … were torn between loyalty to their listeners on the 
one hand – they could not be expected to give up valuable air 
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space for the minority – and on the other their now open 
support for television and an anxiety to keep Britain well ahead 
in the race for the coveted honour of the being the first country 





Relating to the point above, Reith was concerned about the development of a medium 
which, when fully-fledged, would have the ability to fragment the unified audience for which 
he strived and which he had succeeded in creating with radio. Television during the pre-war 
period was the preserve, initially, of the technically-minded and amateur enthusiast (for the 
30-line system) and then the affluent who could afford high-definition sets (from 1936 
onwards) and the end of August 1939, around 19,000 television sets had been sold by 
members of the Radio Manufacturers Association.
52
 The cost of sets was initially prohibitive 
and so, in addition to creating a new and ‘separate’ broadcasting audience – the viewing 
audience. Where radio had managed to transcend class boundaries by providing a universal 
service for all, television was now re-introducing and re-enforcing those boundaries. 
 
Enlightenment 
As noted earlier in this paper, Reith considered the broadcasting of entertainment a 
prostitution of the powers of the media. His Arnoldian vision of providing the ‘best of 
everything’ and preserving a high moral tone was paramount. Syvertsen’s notion of the 
enlightenment role of media argues that those resisting the media (or television in this case) 
see them as encouraging escapism and distraction. Programming, particularly during the 
1936-39 period, was of necessity popular in order to build up an audience to justify the 
service. So as television took on a primarily entertainment role in the early 1930s could this 
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explain Reith’s unease with the medium? Yet the same time, there is also an apparent 
contradiction. Alongside the magazine programme, Picture Post and cookery and gardening 
demonstrations, the BBC also broadcast programmes of modernist art and literature, 
experimental theatre (Ibsen, for example), opera, and ballet. Perhaps it was the visual medium 




Television was more expensive to produce in the pre-war period just as it is today and 
this was a cause for concern for Reith. As Briggs underlines, the years 1930 and 1931 were 
ones of severe economic depression and the BBC’s finances were stretched. When a regular 
television service was being considered as a serious prospect, Reith stated in evidence to the 
1934 Selsdon Committee that he was not averse to considering some form of commercial 
funding of television given the high costs of running the service.
53
 The government were 
adamant that the funding for television should come from the 10/- licence fee, but this was 
putting a strain on the Corporation, especially as the television audience was a fraction of the 
radio audience. On 8 June 1937 Reith wrote to the Director-General of the GPO regarding the 
financing of the television service. Reith argued that current expenditure on what was 
essentially a skeleton service was difficult to justify in terms of the immediate public 
response. To give a fuller service to the London area or to extend to the provinces would 
involve two or three times the expenditure Reith stated. If television service was to continue, 
Reith argued, then it must be funded by some sort of subsidy. He was clear that the BBC 
could not ask radio listeners to finance television development for fear that diverting funds 
from radio would inevitably lead to a detriment to the sound service. The financing of 
television in 1938 and beyond, argued Reith, must be made dependent on sufficient income 
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from sources outside the present revenue for sound. He requested that the Postmaster-General 
consider providing finance from the 25 per cent of the net licence revenue retained by the 
Treasury.
54
 According to the BBC Annual Report for 1937, financial uncertainties hampered 
developments in the television service to a degree but this was alleviated towards the end of 
1937 when the Treasury accepted the view that the costs of the service should be met by a 





There is no doubt that technical issues played a part in shaping Reith’s attitude 
towards television. As Briggs points out, neither Baird nor EMI could offer technical 
facilities as highly advanced as the radio engineers offered the BBC when broadcasting began 
in 1922.
56
 Reith was also frustrated with the debates over technical quality (see his comment 
in a 1961 Sunday Times piece at the end of this article) and felt frustrated at attempts to be 
pressurised into accepting technical standards (30-line mechanical) which clearly did not 
match his expectations. This helps to explain the slow pace at which the BBC engaged with 
television during the decade between 1926 and 1936 and also explains the attacks on the 
BBC in the British press for the slow response to television developments.
57
 An example of 
this frustration is illustrated in a letter sent by Reith to the Postmaster-General on 25 May 
1933. In it, Reith noted that the Corporation’s Board of Governors were ‘really anxious’ 
about the current co-operation with the Baird Company. Two problems had arisen: firstly, it 
was felt that the collaboration was ‘leading nowhere’ with the BBC expected to discontinue 
the 30-line service in March 1934. Yet, the Board were aware of 100 sets being sold at £70 
each, a ‘propaganda dinner’ and a further public demonstration during May. Reith urged a 
policy announcement on the future of the 30-line television service as the BBC had heard of 
other concerns (or companies?) (not named) who were thinking of experimenting with 30-
Page 17 of 26






























































For Peer Review Only
18 
 
line television. Secondly, the Governors felt it would be unfair to delay the installation of 
EMI apparatus in Broadcasting House any further as the company had made an application to 
install equipment at the end of 1932. Reith reminded the Postmaster-General that ‘there is no 
difference of opinion between us as to the state of the Baird apparatus’, suggesting that the 
EMI system offered more promise in terms of delivering a higher quality service in terms of 
the picture on screen.
58
 In matters technical, Reith was dependent on the advice of his senior 
staff as noted previously and this, according to Russell Burns, explains the ‘rather half-





There were clearly also other factors at play. According to Goldie, Reith’s self-
imposed distancing from television developments after the service had been inaugurated can 
also be explained by the fact that he was pr occupied with personal matters (he offered to 
resign from the BBC in November 1937 and eventually left in June 1938) as well as national 
matters. By November 1936, the position of King Edward VIII was becoming increasingly 
untenable due to his affair with the married American, Mrs Wallace Simpson. It was Reith 
himself who travelled to Windsor to oversee the abdication speech over the radio in 
December 1936.
60
 ‘In comparison with these personal and national preoccupations’, Goldie 





Reith’s relationship with television – both during the early years and after his 
departure from the BBC – was complex and multi-layered. It is somewhat reductionist to 
suggest that he would have nothing to do with the medium and, as I have shown, there were a 
number of factors which coloured his view of the medium. 
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Writing in former BBC Director of Television Gerald Beadle’s 1963 book on 
television, Gerald Cock lamented that Reith was ‘something less than enthusiastic about 
television’ and that Reith himself had stated that he was ‘afraid’ of the medium. Rather than 
taking the comment at face value, Cock interpreted Reith’s remark as meaning that he had 




Reith’s apparent disdain for television was still evident in a special ‘message’ printed 
in the Sunday Times special supplement published to commemorate the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the BBC Television Service in November 1961. Referring to the 1929-35 
period of 30-line television under the auspices of Baird Television initially and then, from 
1932, the BBC he wrote that ‘those in charge of development thought a lot more highly of it 
than they should have thought’.
63
 He then turned his thoughts to the high-definition service: 
There were some respects in which I have nothing to be proud 
of … I did not take anything like the personal interest I should 
have done. Maybe the rather sordid arguments on the technical 
side were on part responsible … one was sickened before one 
had gotten properly on to the job … Gerald Cock, in charge 
from 1935, looked to me for support and encouragement which 
he did not get – anyhow at nothing like the measure he should 




In a 1938 biography of Reith, the journalist Garry Allighan argued that having to 
launch a television service 
was not the sweetest pill for the B.B.C. chief to swallow, and 
when the full history of television is written a large chapter will 
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be devoted to the lack of enthusiasm – to put it politely as 
possible – on the part of a powerful section of the B.B.C. 




The perceived ‘lack of enthusiasm’ on the part of Reith and the BBC stemmed from a host of 
factors – personal and professional – and rather than being ‘forcibly engrafted’, television 
was introduced, nurtured and developed by the BBC in a careful, sometimes guarded, and 
pragmatic manner.  
                                                
Notes 
1
 McIntyre, The Expense of Glory, 209. 
2
 The files at the BBC Written Archives Centre (WAC) are full of correspondence between 
the Baird companies and the BBC (often between John Logie Baird and John Reith 
themselves), some of it bordering on the hostile. The Postmaster-General was the Cabinet 
Minister responsible for the General Post Office, wireless telegraphy and, later, broadcasting 
and telecommunications. 
3
 See McLean, “The Great British Broadcasting Competition”. 
4
 LeMahieu, A Culture for Democracy, 142. 
5
 See, for example, Reith, Into the Wind; Boyle, Only the Wind Will Listen; Stuart (ed.), The 
Reith Diaries; Leishmann, My Father. 
6
 Reith, Broadcast Over Britain, 17-18. 
7
 Norman, Here’s Looking at You, 70. 
8
 Aldridge, The Birth of British Television, 167. 
9
 Kamm and Baird, John Logie Baird, 115. 
10
 Sandon, “Nostalgia as resistance”, 110. 
11
 http://www.bbc.co.uk/historyofthebbc/research/culture/reith-6. Accessed 7 June 2018. 
Page 20 of 26






























































For Peer Review Only
21 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
12
 Briggs, II, 503. 
13
 BBC WAC R1/1/1: Board of Governors Minutes. 
14
 BBC WAC R1/63/1: DG’s report for Board Meeting  
15
 Briggs, II, 497.  
16
 GPO Archive: POST 33/2525B. The BBC’s involvement would be necessary at this stage 
as the Corporation had the technical infrastructure to transmit programmes - the Baird 
Company did not. 
17
 BBC WAC R1/1/1: Board of Governors Minutes, 14 November 1928. 
18
 For a detailed insight into the Baird 30-line system, see McLean, Restoring Baird’s Image. 
19
 Exact viewing figures are difficult to gauge, but viewing was limited to enthusiasts who 
built their own sets from commercially-available kits or who purchased a televisor. 
20 Burns, British Television, 222-4. 
 
21
 BBC WAC T16/65: Television Policy: EMI 1931-1935. 
22
 BBC WAC T16/42/5: Television Policy: Baird. The theme of Reith and the BBC not 
supporting British industry and a (perceived) British invention was a common one from 1926 
onwards. 
23






 See Burns, British Television, 308-9. 
 
26 BBC WAC T16/214/1 – Television Policy: Television developments 1928-1936. A BBC 
statement to the press dated 22 August 1934 reminded the public of the possible 
discontinuance of the low-definition service despite low-definition television sets being 
shown (and sold?) at the Radio Exhibition at Olympia that year. 
27
 BBC WAC T16/42/8 – Television Policy (Baird) 
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 The decision on which system would be used first was decided on the toss of a coin. See 
Burns, British Television, 419-20. 
31
 Kamm and Baird, John Logie Baird, 285. 
32
 ‘Studio and Screen’, 705. 
33
 BBC WAC S60/5/4/4. Reith Diary, 2 November 1936. The reference to the ‘nigger stuff’ is 
to the American dancing duo ‘Buck and Bubbles’, the first black entertainers to appear on 
British television. For further detail on the opening ceremony see Medhurst, ‘“What a 
Hullabaloo!” 
34
 BBC WAC R3/3/7. Control Board Minutes 1 December 1936. 
35
 BBC WAC S60/5/4/4. Reith Diary, 11 November 1936. 
36
 BBC WAC S60/5/5/2. Reith Diary, 10 November 1937. Gerald Cock was BBC Director of 
Television. 
37
 BBC WAC S60/5/5/2. Reith Diary, 7 April 1938. The fight was between Len Harvey and 
Jock McAvoy and was broadcast live from Harringay. Commentary was provided by F.H. 
Grisewood and Lionel Seccombe. 
38
 BBC WAC T16/176/2: Television Policy: Rediffusion 1b 
39
 ‘Message from Lord Reith’. 
40
 ‘Lord Reith in conversation with Malcolm Muggeridge – Part Three’, The Listener 14 
December 1967, 778. By this time commercial television had been introduced to the UK in 
the form of Independent Television (ITV), the whole concept of which was anathema to 
Reith. 
41
 McDowell, The History of BBC Broadcasting in Scotland, 32. 
42
 Syvertsen, Media Resistance. 
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43
 ibid, 12. 
44
  Wyndham Goldie, Facing the Nation, 32. 
45
 Quoted in Kamm and Baird, John Logie Baird, 110. 
46
 ibid, 111. 
47
 McDowell, The History of BBC Broadcasting in Scotland, 41. 
48
 Arnheim, Radio, 280-1. 
49
 Kamm and Baird, John Logie Baird, 169. I believe that Ashbridge certainly saw the 
potential interest in television but was wary of (a) the picture quality and (b) the financial 
implications for the BBC of developing a television service (see Briggs, II, 528). 
50
 Wyver, “Dallas Bower”, 35. 
51
 Swift, Adventure in Vision, 54. 
52
 GPO Archive: POST 33/5531 (Television Advisory Committee correspondence with the 
RMA). 
53
 Curran and Seaton, Power Without Responsibility, 159. 
54
 BBC WAC T16/77/1: Television Policy: Finance 
55
 See also Briggs, II, 570. 
56
 Briggs, II, 528. 
57
 Briggs, II, 537. 
58
 BBC WAC R1/69/2: DG’s report for Board Meeting on 10 May 1933. 
59
 Burns, British Television, 150. 
60
  See Reith, Into the Wind, 263-9 for an account of Reith’s part in the broadcasting of the 
speech. 
61
 Wyndham Goldie, Facing the Nation, 32. 
62 Beadle, Television, 41. 
 
63
 ‘Message from Lord Reith’.  
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64
 ibid. This translates as ‘My Most Grievous Fault’. The often-strained relationship between 
Reith and Cock was exemplified in an entry in Reith’s diary for 1 December 1936: ‘Cock is 
being an infernal nuisance’. No further explanation is provided. 
65
 Allighan, Sir John Reith, 266. 
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